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Amaral & Roeper (henceforth A&R) argue that all speakers -regardless of whether monolingual or bilingual -have multiple grammars in their mental language representations. They further claim that this simple assumption can explain many things: optionality in second language (L2) language behaviour, multilingualism, language change, and L2 language processing -in essence, all the developmental phenomena that are the focus of current research. A&R are right that a linguistic theory of multiple grammatical representations is necessary; however, their proposal falls well short of explaining anything that we didn't already know and in fact fails to account for what we do know. In my brief commentary I will address three points. First, the idea of multiple grammars is not new: it has been at the foundations of models of L2 acquisition ever since the concept of 'interlanguage' was proposed. Second, recent work on L2 optionality is incorrectly represented. Third, A&R do not offer a new descriptive account of L2 optionality, let alone a new formal model of optionality, largely because they limit themselves to restating the problem instead of suggesting solutions.
A&R argue that any human grammar has optionality, i.e. accommodates apparently incompatible rules or sub-grammars. This, A&R claim, is ignored by models of L2 acquisition. Some of these models, for example Full Transfer-Full Access (Schwartz & Sprouse 1996) argue that the point of departure in L2 acquisition is the final state of the L1 grammar and that acquiring a second language consists of progressively 'restructuring' the L1 grammar in the direction of the L2. A&R argue instead that "interlanguage is not being restructured away from the L1, but simply built on top of it". Do they mean by this that the L1 rules are not themselves changed and that they continue to co- The Multiple Grammars approach, as formulated by A&R, would not be able by itself to capture either the selectivity of optionality in L2 acquisition and L1 attrition, the resulting variation in bilingual behaviour across tasks and developmental stages, or the particular bilingual strategies adopted.
The last point I would like to address is the explanatory power of A&R's proposal.
The main motivation for the idea of multiple grammars is the Minimalist principle Avoid Complex Rules. The problem is that is unclear how the principle works, both in stable mature grammars and, even more so, in developing grammars. The notion of 'simplicity' is undefined. While it may be more economical to have two simple rules than one rule with "an optional part to capture two related phenomena", it is not immediately obvious in what way simplicity or economy would be served by postulating rules that allow 'diacritics' to specify, for example, that they are lexically limited to particular verb classes.
How does this solution succeed in placing optionality "out of individual rules and into co-existing sub-grammars"?
As for development, A&R are explicitly not committed "to any views of how features are added or subtracted in developing grammars", nor are they committed to how multiple grammars are affected by input or other learning mechanisms. In this respect, their proposal is noticeably less useful than Yang's model which, in contrast, makes concrete hypotheses about how statistical learning may interact with linguistic principles. A&R repeatedly make the point that the multiple grammars approach is a theory of representations that provides a formal mechanism to explain optionality and makes more precise predictions. However, what they put forward in this paper is a restatement of uncontroversial assumptions that have been at the foundations of the L2 acquisition field for decades (e.g. "The speaker's competence can be represented by a descriptive mechanism called grammar"). This restatement is not only insufficiently elaborated from a formal perspective (in the authors' own words, "the notion of Multiple Grammars can be completely explicit, although many areas of the linguistic theory itself are themselves not explicit enough to carry out this promise") but also does not incorporate more recent interdisciplinary advances in the field of bilingualism.
